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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
The pastoral message of the American Bishops, To Teach As Jesus 
Did, emphasizes the right of the handicapped to receive special religious 
education adapted to their special needs, thus challenging the ingenuity 
of the Catholic community. 1 Henri Bissonnier neatly sums up the philosophy 
of religious education for the mentally retarded: 
Let such children approach the Lord, and let us not be among those 
who try to keep them from Him. Let us believe in their wort~,. in 
their reason for being. Let us know, in one word, how to love them 
as God Himself loves them, He l~ho has His reasons for allowing their 
life, for maintaining their presence amongsl us on our earth and in 
His Church, of which they also are members. . 
As noted by the Bishops, for the mentally retarded to become full and active 
members in the Church, their needs for special religious education must be 
taken care of. Due to the special nature of these rights, it is the chal-
lenge of the special religious educator to find appropriate methods and 
materials to guide the religious response of the mentally retarded person,· 
especially the non-verbal, and those who are limited in speech. How does the 
mentally retarded child and adult answer the questions of God, of love, of 
being sorry? St .. John, in his first letter, answered the question. 11 That 
1 . . . . . . 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops, To Teach As Jesus Did 
O~ashington, D.C.: U.S. Catholic Conference, November, 1972), p. 27 
2 . . . . . . . . 
Henri Bissonnier, Catechetical Pedagogy of the Mentally Deficient 
Children, trans. by Mary V. Ouellet (Brussels: Lumen Vitae Press, 1962), 
p. 159. 
1 
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which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with 
our eyes, which we have looked upon with our hands ... we proclaim also 
to you. 11 (1 John 1:1-4) 
Statement of the Problem 
A basic and most important factor in working with exceptional 
children is the existence of interpersonal communication, personality re-
lating to personality. It is important that messages sent from the communi-
cator are understood by the receiver; for example, a smile can be identified 
as friendliness. 3 Self-expression is essential to normal development and 
is that which tells others the most about ourselves. With the mentally re-
tarded, areas of self-expression and of speech do not come easily and speech 
handicaps seem to be quite common among this group of children and adults. 
The special religious educator must be willing to accept the challenge and 
work with the level of expression that the child is capable of. Processes 
that would be helpful would be the use of gestural, postural, and sensory 
responses. These processes can be presented and understood and will help 
the child to take part in the lesson and give him opportunities of expressing 
himself in the best way possible for him. 
The purpose of this study is to find the ways and methods that will 
help the non-verbal child and those low in verbal ability to express and ex-. 
perience the love and forgiveness of the Father in the Sacrament of Penance. 
3Norma David, 11 The use of Nonverbal communication by Parents and 
Professionals--One channel of establishing effective communication. 11 Special 
Children. (New York: American Association of Special Educators, 1976), p. 14. 
3 
Justification of the Study 
Penance, the Sacrament of Reconciliation, is a gift of Christ 
through which we experience the mercy and forgiveness of God, our Father. 4 
Since the Christian life asks that we be reconciled with God and the 
Christian community, the child must be able, according to his abilities, 
to acknowledge the wrongness of his actions and express sorrow for the hurt 
and difficulties which these actions have caused. Christian attitudes and 
values are necessary for the development of a sense of sorrow and recon-
ci-liation wi·th God and man. Each mentally retarded person has been called 
and loved into life, 11 ! have called you by your name, you are Mine." By 
this call he is asked to return that life to God through his living and 
caring responses to everyday life situations. 
The writer agrees with the above and believes that with different 
methods (pictures, symbols, gestures, etc.), the child who has low verbal 
ability will be able to be prepared and participate in the Sacrament of 
Penance. 
Limitations of the Study 
The study consisted of children in two situations. One group were 
children who were resident students of St. Coletta School, Jefferson, Wiscon-
sin. The other situation was one child who attended public school and lived 
at home, and who participated in special religious education classes held 
once a week on Sunday at Madison, Wisconsin. All of the children showed 
limitations in speech and ability to express themselves. The primary limi-
tation of this study was one of time. The 20 sessions for group one (St. 
4Religious Learning for Children with Mental Disabilities. (ceo--
Religious Education Office, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1974), p. 20. 
• 
4 
Coletta's) were scheduled five times a week over a period of four weeks, 
and for group two (Madison), they were scheduled two times a week, over a 
period of three months. Because of time the writer had to present one 
concept at each lesson and time for repetition was sharply limited. Another 
limitation could be the size of the groups--three children in one group and 
one in the other. The size could be an advantage to the study also, as to 
what is better, teaching in group or individually. 
Definition of Terms 
Nonverbal ability 
Low in Verbal Ability 
Receptive Language 
Expressive Language · 
The power or special skill to perform 
an act or task, physical or mental, 
not involving the use of words; some- 5 
thing done through gesture or symbolism. 
Are those children/adults who exhibit de-
layed expressive language skills. Their 
speech is characterized by several artic-
ulation errors involving sound substitu-
tions, omissions, and distortions in 
pronunciation. They speak in three to 
four-word sentences or phrases in both 
structured and spontaneous speech. Re-
ceptive language may be unimpaired. 
Understanding of language messages from 
others; ordinarily considered to relate 
to spoken or written language, but may 
include understanding o6 gesture or written 
and sign communication. 
Language to someone else, ordinarily spoken 
language or writing, but may include ges-
tures and motoric communication; ability 
to co~unicate with others through lan-
guage • 
5H. Grossman (ed.), Manual on Terminolo and Classification in Mental 
Retardation. {Baltimore: Garamond/Pridemark Press, 1972 , p. 151. 
6Ibid., p. 156. 
7Ibid., p. 137. 
Sign Language 
Mental Retardation 
Symbol 
5 
A means of communication in which gestures 
usually manual, substitute for spoken 
words, phrases, or letters; used by deaf 
persons and some nonverbal retarded per-
sons.8 
Refers to the sub-average general intel-
lectual functioning which originates in 
the developmental period and is associ- 9 
ated with impairment in adaptive behavior. 
A sensible sign of an invisible reality 
with which it has a more or less profound 
relationship.lO 
Surrmary 
The writer has proposed that the nonverbal child/adult can be prepared 
for the Sacrament of Penance by accepting the challenge of finding and using 
the appropriate methods and materials, symbols and gestures that would enable 
this person to participate in fully experiencing the love and goodness of the 
Father. These lessons were adapted to the child's needs and ability whenever 
the writer found it necessary. They helped to foster in the child an aware-
ness and gratitude for the Father's love and how He shows and gives this love 
through the persons, events of everyday. It is the love and goodness of the 
Father which is extended to us in the Sacraments and which draws us to them. 
With this in mind, we must respond to the Father's command: 11 Let the little 
children come to Me; do not stop them; for it is such as these that the king-
dom of God belongs... (Mark 10:14) 
8Ibid., p. 159. 
9Rick Heber, ed., A Manual of Terminolo and Classification in Mental 
Retardation. (Williamantic, Connect1cut: AAMD, 1961 , p. 96. 
21. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Children With Low Verbal Ability 
While progress continues in the development of techniques for 
education and training of the retarded person, the area of communication 
has remained to have its difficulties and disappointments. 1 The child 
who is either nonverbal or low in verbal ability has always been a chal-
lenge to teacher~, parents, and speech psychologists. Here the questions 
start to mount and seem to go unanswered. Why haven't they learned to 
talk? What are the best ways that will help bring about some speech? 
Language development is a facet of intelligence; we can therefore say 
that any nonverbal child is usually in the area of mentally subnorma1. 2 
When discussing these children with speech problems, definite distinctions 
must be made. In both of these categories, the two areas of concern would 
be: the lack of ability to express language and the lack of ability to 
receive or express in spite of hearing ability. 3 The following paragraph 
is a breakdown of what educational problems they produce, and the distinc-
tion that there is between them. 
Nonverbal children are those who have not developed language, they 
• don't have an adequate means of communication; and they are unable to express 
1Toni Richards, "Sign Language for SMR and PMR," ~1ental Retardation. (June, 1975), p. 17. 
2so1 Adler, The Non-Verbal Child. {Springfield, Illinois: Chas. C. 
Thomas Publishing Co., 1964), p. 25. 
3Ibid. 
6 
7 
their wants, needs, or feelings. 4 The non-language child is a nonperformer 
of verbal-linguistic code. A distinctive trait about the child with no 
language is that despite growing up in a verbal environment, he fails to 
perform verbally himself. 5 Those who are delayed in language development 
have some speech facility and have learned that language is a system of 
verbal symbols. We can say that language refers to an organized system 
of verbal symbols (words) used by beings to communicate ideas on an abstract 
level, therefore, a disruption in the symbolization would be the language 
disorder. 6 These two major aspects regarding language must be recognized 
and differentiated, each being handled in its own way. The most important 
event of teaching language is deciding upon the strategy to be used. Both 
the nonverbal and verbal performance are important to complete language 
adequacy •. One will not be put before the other till we first look at and 
become acquainted with who and what each child brings to us and then de-
velop effective educational methods for children with these problems. 
Teaching Religion to Children without Speech 
Among the efforts realized during these past years in the field 
of catechetical teaching, one of the most promising and growing aspects of 
this teaching is the religious education of the mentally retarded. Best 
known for his authority and knowledge of special religious education is 
4sue Topper, 11 Gesture Language for the Nonverbal Mentally Retarded 
• Male, .. Mental Retardation. (February, 1975), p. 30. 
5Burl Gray and Bruce Ryan, A Lan ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ Child. (Champaign, Illinois: Research 
6Nancy E. Wood, Verbal Learning. (Belmont, California: Fearon 
Publications, 1969), p. 18. 
8 
Bissonnier. He believes in this evangelization of the poor and he speaks 
of it as follows: 
Experience proves that the level of mental development of a child does 
not coincide with his spiritual capacities. The degree of his religious 
generosity :is not in proportion to his intellectual aptitudes. For we 
are here faced with material which is humanly very poor, but which, 
however, can produce authentic fruits of sanctity. But we must study 
carefully the paths by which these children can be led towards the Lord 
and may reach an authentic life of faith. 11 As long as you did not do 
it for one of these least ones, you did not do it for me. 11 (Matthew 25: 
45).7 . 
Special religious educators must take on the responsibility and 
challenge of helping the handicapped grow in a real friendship with God, 
their Father. How can we make this come about? When speaking of special 
religious education, consideration must be given to the importance of pre-
senting different concepts in such a way that they will be represented and 
experienced by the children and in so doing helping their relationship with 
the Father to grow. In considering the statement, 11 let the children come 
to Me .. , this means all children are invited to come, those who can speak 
and those who cannot express themselves. The child who has no speech or 
very low in verbal ability has the right to know and grow in His experience 
of ·love and friendship with the Father. 
In reviewing literature on gestural language for the nonverbal child, 
Topper found that the low functioning mentally retarded person responds better 
to use of manual signs or motor movements. 8 Various aspects of sign language, 
gestures, symbols, use of pictures, used with those children low in verbal 
• ability have been researched and could also be applied when teaching religion • 
• p. 7. 
8Topper, op. cit., p. 31. 
9 
Sign Language 
Piaget in 1962 found that in normal infant developments the cog-
nitive structures necessary for gestural imitation seem to precede the 
cognitive structures necessary for the imitation of speech. 9 Sign lan-
guage can be good for the mentally retarded child who is too low at the 
cognitive level to learn to speak but thru sign can learn to communicate. 
The language of signs is a sensory approachs to recognize and to get the 
meaning from certain signs made by hands {touching the palm of each hand 
with the index finger, is the sign for Jesus). 10 The sign that the teacher 
used is a gesture that stands for an idea, e.g., he~ the sign, he hears 
the word spoken and sees the object of the activity that the sign and word 
represent. 11 Present the picture of Jesus, say Jesus, use the hand sign 
for Jesus. Signs will motivate the children to use body gestures, and 
express ideas. As they learn the power and pleasure of communication with 
body gestures and signs, Larson states that they may also begin to verbalize 
for they will have had the auditory stimulus for the oral language as well 
as visual stimuli for the manual language. Larson concludes that progress 
with sign language will be determined by the child's motivation and mental 
ability. 12 The non-speaking child learns meanings for their signs before 
th~ attempt to master the use of the signs as an expressive mode of com-
munication. 
9James Kahn, "Comparison of Manual and Oral Language Training with 
• Mute MR Child," Mental Retardation. (June, 1977), p. 21. 
10Thalia Larson, Communication for the Nonverbal Child. (San Rafee, 
California: Academic Therapy Publications, 1971), p. 307. 
11 Ibid.' p. 310. 
12 Ibid., p. 312. 
10 
Gesture 
Gestures are a symbolic and formalized means of nonverbal expres-
sion.13 Mentally retarded children tend to imitate what they see and are 
taught many skills thru imitation, yet have different imitating sounds. 
The gesture must be within the scope of the group's intellectual capacity. 
In doing gestures, they use gross motor activity. These activities should 
be kept simple and concrete and based on some kind of Indian Sign lan-
guage.14 Gradually, as the children are led to prayer, they can be helped 
to understand that when we talk to Father God, we sometimes kneel, some-
times we stand, and sometimes we sit; these lead into various gestures 
which help us express praise and adoration. 15 For example, hands joined 
in a friendship ring convey the idea of belonging to family or community. 
Sometimes we bow our heads and close our eyes when we speak to our Father 
and we sometimes raise our eyes and hands to the lord to sing and pray to 
Him. 
Symbol 
Henri Bissonnier distinguishes between a child's capacity to 
verbalize about a symbol and his capacity to welcome the symbol. In wel-
coming the symbol affectively the child is able 11 to perceive intuitively 
the reality which it represents and to feel its effect". 16 The mentally 
retarded would be capable of some understanding of symbolism in his en-
• vironment, especially thru water, light, and fire. 
13Topper, op. cit., p. 32. 
14Ibid. 
15 . Sr. Mary St. Boniface, In the Beginning. (New York: Paulist Press, 
1969}, p. 76. 
16Henri Bissonnier, Catechetical Pedagogy of the MentallyDeficient 
Children, trans. by Mary Ouellet. (Brussels: lumen Vitae Press, 1962), p. 21. 
11 
Use of Pictures 
Many teachers are still unaware that the image exacts a powerful in-
fluence on the life of a child, that it awakens his meditative faculty and 
stimulates creative thinking. 17 Pictures that would be used, should be 
judged on their simplicity of presentation, effectiveness of coloring and 
size of presentation, subject matter should be based on most common topics 
and events children would be familiar with. These pictures can be manu-
factured ones, ones from magazines, from different religion series, and 
children's books in the library. 18 It helps in the religion lesson to 
show the picture of the activity, label the picture, and then produce the 
gesture or sign for it. According to Topper, the ability to learn to pro-
duce, imitate, associate a gesture with a word or object or picture; re-
tain and spontaneously initiate gesture appears to indicate that he has 
untapped language potential but not in the vocal-expressive area. 19 
Dr. Norma David suggests that we should express emotion by facial 
and bodily movements; facial expression and bodily action contribute more 
to the communication of message than verbal expression. 20 A child's 
ability and manner of response should never be underestimated. No religious 
teaching should occur without a constant cross-reference to what a child has 
experienced. There must be a correlation between the world of religious 
17Lothar Zenetti, God's Children Learn in Joy. (New York: Herder & 
Herder, 1966), p. 47. 
18sr. Kathleen Roehl, "A Proposed Informal Religious Concepts Assess-
ment for the Trainable Mentally Retarded," Unpublished Master of Arts Thesis. 
(Milwaukee: Cardinal Stritch College, 1976), p. 27. 
19Topper, op. cit., p. 30. 
20oavid, op. cit., p. 15. 
12 
language and symbols and the world of the child/adult's experience. No 
religious education will come about if the children are not given the 
chance to experience and live the Christian life and unless they are pro-
vided with the means to celebrate. 
Moral Development of Children 
A child's moral development will be affected by his (1) cognitive 
development, (2) his moral judgment, (3) his moral conduct, and (4) the 
religious education that he may receive by belonging to a welcoming com-
munity.21 Much has been written concerning moral development. Piaget 
describes moral development in stages paralleling cognitive development 
in the child. Safford states that Piaget's purpose is not to make an in-
ventory of behavior, rather it is to interpret behavior in terms of origin 
and to predict what will grow from it at successive stages. 22 According 
to Kleen, Piaget sees the child's total development resulting from varied 
interaction with the environment. 23 Lawrence Kohlberg is perhaps the most 
definite on how he views moral development. He states that moral education 
involves the stimulation of the child's natural development thru universal 
stages. 24 For Kohlberg morality is judgment of reasons for conduct rather 
than conduct itself. The criterion for determining the level of a child's 
21James H. McCarthy, Spred Publication. (Chicago, Illinois: Vol. 12, 
No. 3, March, 1974). 
22Jean Piaget, The Moral Judgement of the Child, trans. by Marjorie 
Gabain. (New York: The Free Press, 1965). 
23Nancy Kleen and Philip Safford, "Application of Piaget Theory to 
the Study of Thinking of the Mentally Retarded--A Review of Research," 
Journal of Special Education, Vol. 11, No. 2, Summer, 1977. 
24catherine Dooley, "Moral Education in Christian Context,'' Living 
Light, Vol. 12, No. 4, Winter, 1975, p. 511. 
13 
development is not how he understands reality but rather how he relates to 
it. 25 What then is the relationship of Moral Education to Religious Edu-
cation? Ronald Goldman in writing the aims of religious education says 
the following: 
To use religion directly as a means of teaching moral values is to 
start the wrong way around. We start with the nature of the world 
we live in, the nature of human life, the nature of God and what kind 
of relationship he has with us .•. the center of this is the fact 
of love.26 
Writing from the viewpoint of moral theology, Kinsella regards all moral 
culpability of mentally retarded children. He deals with the pastoral 
problems posed by the sacraments. His insights especially come across 
with the Church•s position regarding children•s moral development and 
moral responsibility. 27 Even though a person may be handicapped in his 
capacity for moral judgement and his conduct reflects his cognitive de-
velopment, he can and should be able to belong to a Christian community 
which shares its values with him. The moral life of every Christian is 
closely tied in with his union with the person of Christ. "Only let your 
lives be worthy of the Gospel of Christ ... (Philippians 1:27) 
Sacrament of Penance 
Penance has a new look and a new name . . • the New Rite of Recon-
ciliation. In an article by Brennan-Nichols she states the two important 
theological aspects of the sacrament. Conversion could be considered the 
25 Joseph Hargadon and John Proctor, "Koh 1 berg for Parents," Living 
Light, Vol. 12, No. 2, Summer, 1975, pp. 239-245. 
26catherine Dooley, op. cit., p. 521. 
27Noel Kinsella, Moral Orientation of the Mentall Retarded. (New 
Brunswick, Canada: St. Thomas University, 1967 , p. 64. 
14 
internal aspect of the New Rite, in other words, the responsibility one 
feels for a break in a relationship. Reconciliation may be seen as the 
outward dimension, or our coming together again with God and community. 28 
These aspects must be presented simply to the children and in such a way 
as they are able to be understood and practiced. As stated by Prieur, 
the New Rite focuses responsibility for sinning and for healing on the 
community. 29 
The Sacrament of Reconciliation celebrates a profound mystery: our 
on-going conversion in the light of God's perpetual call and His infinite 
forgiveness when we fail to live up to what He calls us to be. With the 
children and those we are preparing for the New Rite, we must try to con-
vey the concepts of loving, forgiving, and reconciliation in stories about 
friends, and families that they can relate to. 30 The most effective way 
then to show that sin is an attitude, rather than a specific act, would 
be in the choosing of saying "yes" or the saying 11no" in the everyday 
situations. The social dimension of sin can be experienced by the child 
by developing his awareness of how wrongdoings hurt others, particularly 
within the context of the family. 31 
The mercy and forgiveness of God are the central concepts which 
should be conveyed to the child during the preparation of the New Rite. 
28Patricia Brennan-Nichols, "Choosing Best Learning Materials for the 
New Rite," Catechist, Vol. 11, No. 2, 1977, p. 36. 
29Michael Prieur, The Sacrament of Reconciliation. (Ontario, Canada: 
Liturgical Conference, 1974), pp. 46-47. 
30Patricia Brennan-Nichols, "Can Children Sin," Religion Teachers 
Journal, April, 1977, p. 25. 
31Paul Larose, 11 Reconciliation thru Scripture for Intermediates," 
' Catechist, October, 1977, p. 12. 
15 
Reconciliation as seen now takes place not only between the individual and 
God but also the individual and the whole community. 32 The Catholic En-
cyclopedia tells us the following ways the New Rite may be celebrated: 
1. Rite of Reconciliation of individual penitents. 
2. Rite of Reconciliation of several penitents with individual con-
fession and absolution. 
3. Rite of Reconciliation with general confession and absolution. 
4. Penitential Celebrations, which are gatherings of the people of 
God to hear the proclamation of God's word. This invites them 
to conversion and renewal of life and announces the freedom from 
sin through death and resurrection of Christ. This is commonly 
called "colffilunal celebration", but there is no statement of sins 
on the part of the penitent. Rather this is a part of the cate-
chesis of reconciliation, preparation, and renewal.33 
The writer feels that the New Rite of Reconciliation brings many 
opportunities to the handicapped. With the different ways available to 
him, the retarded person can participate in the celebration at whatever 
level is best suited for him. It is felt and will be discussed later, 
that the involvement of the priest is an important aspect of the New Rite. 
The tone of voice, the attention, the sensitivity of the confessor should 
radiate the light and warmth of Jesus. Jesus says, "Come to Me, all you 
who labor and are overburdened, and I will give you rest." (Matthew 11:28) 
Reflection on this prayer of Jesus places the sacrament of reconciliation 
and participation of the mentally retarded in the proper light. 
Summary 
In the present chapter, related literature was reviewed concerning 
• children with low verbal ability, children's moral development, and children's 
32oarryl Ducote, "Shift in the New Rite of Reconcilaition," Liturgy 
Conference, January, 1977, p. 29. 
33Robert Broderick, The Catholic Encyclopedia. (New York: Thomas 
Nelson, Inc., 1976), pp. 467-468. 
16 
reception of the New Rite of Reconciliation. It offered insights and sug-
gestions that would help promote the mentally retarded person with low 
verbal ability to a greater participation in the Church and the receiving 
of its sacraments, namely, the Sacrament of Penance, the New Rite of Recon-
ciliation. 
CHAPTER III 
PROCEDURE 
Purpose 
Since the Sacrament of Penance, the New Rite of Reconciliation, 
demands a degree of intellectual maturity and responsibility, and since 
the development of these attributes varies within the context of each in-
dividual •s life, the reception of this Sacrament must be prepared for care-
fully. No person-who is able to understand it should be deprived of con-
tact with the merciful love of Jesus which is extended to us in the New 
Rite of Reconciliation. Due to the delicate nature of the mentally re-
tarded child•s ability to introspect, and to have an awareness of self as 
person, extreme care and adequate time must be give to preparation for the 
reception of this Sacrament and for the development of moral values and 
responsibilities that go with it. The purpose of this study is an in-
vestigation of effective means of preparing children with low verbal ability 
for the Sacrament of Penance. 
Population 
The study consisted of children in two situations.· One group were 
three children who were resident students of St. Coletta School, Jefferson, 
Wisconsin. The other situation was a child who attended public school, 
lived at home, and attended weekly special religious education classes held 
at Immaculate Heart of Mary School in Madison, Wisconsin. 
17 
18 
The children ranged in chronological age from 10-10 to 13-10, with 
mental ages between 3-4 and 5-9, I.Q. ranging from 36 to 51. The child in 
group two had a chronological age of 11. Information was not available 
for the mental age and I.Q. of the child in group two, but he is enrolled 
in a public school special education class for trainable level students. 
Therefore the assumption is made that he functions at the moderately re-
tarded level. The group consisted of three children in one group (St. 
Coletta•s) and one child in the other group (Madison). 
Design 
The study consisted of 20 sessions per group. Group one (St. 
Coletta•s) were scheduled each school day over a period of five weeks, 
and group two (Madison} were scheduled as two lessons once a week, over a 
period of 10 weeks of instruction. Each lesson was taught during a 20-
minute class period. Group one was taught as a group, whereas lessons 
presented to group two were conducted on an individual basis. 
Twenty concepts constituted this Sacramental Preparation level of 
the special religious education programs Journey With Jesus, and adapta-
tions where necessary were made by the writer. Each lesson contains the 
aim stated in a behavioral objective and materials which provides readiness, 
motivation, presentation and evaluation check. 
Each of the 20 lessons was held daily except for theMadison pro-
gram where it was done only on Sunday mornings. The writer used and fol-
lowed the activities and readiness that were provided for each lesson and 
here again could make changes whenever it was felt the concept would not 
be clearly understood. This readiness time and motivation was also a good 
time to recall and reinforce the previous day•s lesson. The writer kept to 
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the script in each lesson, but built on it with types of role-playing, use 
of pictures, sign language, etc., wherever possible and seemed better for 
the child to respond. Where possible an evaluation was made by a verbal 
response, and the use of yes/no, to the child's understanding of the 
concept. If this failed to produce language from the child, then another 
method was used, asking the ch·ild to point out certain items in pictures 
or show through signs certain ways that were at least related to the lesson. 
With the child in the Madison program, because of his being totally non-
verbal, gestural or sign language was used to obtain more information on 
how well or to what degree he could express an idea with nonverbal language. 
The classes were held outside of the regular classroom or department, 
in a room that became and known as our "special meeting room". Each lesson 
began with a morning offering prayer and ended with spontaneous prayer or 
a song. The day following the last class a Reconciliation Service was 
celebrated in the Chapel, letting the children realize that now they were 
ready to come and celebrate their friendship with Father God, likewise in 
group two the penance celebration was incorporated into Sunday liturgy at 
Madison. 
Evaluation 
The method for evaluating the lessons was one which is used by many 
teachers, one that isn't found in a book or in a box: observation. The 
• writer kept record of discussions, verbal and nonverbal cues, insights, 
gestures, that seemed to indicate a deepening, or lack, of understanding the 
concepts being taught. These will be analyzed relative to the behavioral 
objectives set for each lesson. 
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Summary 
This study was concerned with the preparation of children with low 
verbal ability for the Sacrament of Penance. In the present chapter, the 
purpose of the study, the population involved, and method for evaluating 
were discussed. 
CHAPTER IV 
INTERPRETATION OF DATA 
All men have the need for knowledge of their redemption, growth in 
attitudes and behavior, and opportunities to express devotion by partaking 
in liturgical and paraliturgical services. Could this not also apply to 
the mentally retarded? Hahn and Raasch have stated: 
The message of God's love for sinful man through the gift of His only 
Son to redeem mankind is meant for the mentally retarded also. They, 
too, need to know they have redemption. They need to grow in Christian 
attitudes and behavior. We have a responsibility for providing them 
\"ith appropriate religious training to facilitate the realization of 
these goals. Because of their intellectual limitations, however, the 
retarded require a program of religious instruction different from 
that which we offer children of average ability.l 
This study is concerned with the preparation of children with low 
verbal ability for the Sacrament of Penance. By means of 20 instructional 
lessons, at the Sacramental Preparation Level of the Call to Reconciliation 
Cycle of Journey With Jesus, 2 the writer attempted to prepare the children 
for the sacrament. An attempt was made to help them understand that to 
celebrate the Sacrament of Reconciliation is to say, "Jesus is always 
present to us, loving, guiding, forgiving, reconciling, making a big dif~ 
ference in our lives."3 Hopefully this preparation has developed an 
1Hans R. Hahn and Werner H. Raasch, Helping the Retarded to. Know GOd. 
(St. Louis, Missouri: Concordia Publishing House, 1969}, p. 34. 
2sr. Sheila Haskett, Journey With Jesus: Call to Reconciliation. 
(Milwaukee: Cardinal Stritch College, 1975}. 
3Howard Hall and Maria Rabalais, Come be Reconciled. (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1975), p. 2. 
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understanding of forgiveness as a genuine expression of the love and kind-
ness which Jesus lived out so beautifully among His people and asks us to 
live out in our everyday lives. 
The Sacrament of Penance should always be seen as a sign of God's 
love, mercy and peace. Through this preparation cycle the theme of recon-
ciliation has prepared the children to acknowledge failure, to express 
sorrow, and to make reparation. The end purpose is helping the children 
learn that at any time they can come back to God's friendship in Penance. 
This coming together in friendship creates a real faith community and makes 
possible the coming of the Prince of Peace, Jesus. The challenge of teach-
ing special religious education is not teaching doctrine or content only; 
it includes teaching Christian values in today's world. More is taught by 
the teacher's actions, interest and facilitating experiences than by read-
ing all the religion texts in the world. Children and adults learn by 
doing. In an article, Brokamp states Zenetti: (God's Children Learn In 
Joy): 11 Children remember 20% of what they hear, 30% of what they see, 50% 
of what they both see and hear, 70% of what they say, and most importantly, 
90% of what they do. 114 It is obvious then that when working with the child 
of low verbal ability, a high level of participation is important (through 
gestures, sign language, role-playing, use of visuals, etc.). Jesus 
taught all people and used different means to do it. This is the model He 
leaves for bringing the message of the Father to His special people. 
4sr. Marilyn Brokamp, "A Great Way to Teach: Parables and Pictures, .. 
Religion Teachers' Journal, Vol. 7, No. 6, October, 1973, p. 39. 
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Reactions to Concepts 
Lesson 1 Concept: God is our loving Friend and Father. 
All the children seemed to realize the importance of God in their 
lives and show how good He is and was to them. The use of the puppet was 
especially effective in getting them to express themselves more freely. 
When asked the following question by the puppet, all the children re-
sponded the same. The puppet says, 11 It•s Someone Who loves us all very 
much. Someone Who loves (insert child•s name) very, very much... All the 
children answered, 11 My mom and dad. 11 The writer then chose pictures of 
creation, people, etc., and asked the children Who made these things. 
They replied, 11 God. 11 After eliciting the answer from them, there was 
discussion of God•s goodness to us and how He shows His love to us each 
day. 
Lesson 2 Concept: When we love someone, we show love by doing what he 
asks. 
In presenting this lesson the readiness portion (story of two boys 
and their father) proved very helpful as-a starting point for Who really 
showed the dad their love. From this we talked about when we say we love 
someone (family, friends) we have to show them and not just say it. With 
group one, we talked about doing things around home and in our departments. 
With group two, the child expressed by sign language that he helps and 
shows love for his family by feeding the cows each day. 
Lesson 3 Concept: God sent Jesus, our Friend, to help us and show us how 
to do what God wants. 
The writer used the lesson plan as presented and showed a picture 
of Jesus with the little children. When asked, the children were able to 
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point out the figure of Jesus and most of them took the children in the 
picture as themselves. With the picture in good view for the children, 
we proceeded with the presentation and stressed that God sent Jesus to 
show us how to live and what to do. At the conclusion of the lesson 
we sang "God Is So Good. God gives us Jesus." 
Lesson 4 Concept: Jesus wants us to talk to God. 
Through the use of the toy telephone and pantomime the children 
were shown the importance of talking to people because that lets them 
know how much we like them. Everyone seemed eager to talk on the phone 
and when they hesitated for words, the writer would suggest something 
very simple for them to say. When we talk to Father God we are praying 
to Him. The writer stressed the importance of all day being a prayer 
from early in the morning until we go to bed. One special prayer is the 
Sign of the Cross. We each practiced the Sign of the Cross and pictures 
were shown of people making the Sign of the Cross. With the child in 
group two different postures of prayer were shown to him (folding hands, 
bowing the head, kneeling, hands raised in praise, Sign of the Cross, 
and genuflecting). 
lesson 5 Concept: God wants us to talk to Him and about Him in a nice way. 
If we 1 ike someone, we like to hear and tell nice things about them. 
The writer showed some personal pictures and told something about each of 
the friends. To get the family aspect, the picture of the Holy Family was 
shown and students picked out Jesus, Mary and Joseph. From this they went 
into discussion of how they all loved each other very much and that they 
always said nice things about each other and did nice things for each other. 
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We like to hear people say our names in a nice way: Paul» Holly, Lisa, 
Ronnie--so when we say the Name of Jesus, it is special and should be 
said carefully (let's practice). Sometimes we see people bow their head 
when they say "Jesus" (show them this); they do this because this is their 
way of saying, "I know Jesus is important. 11 With the child in group two 
the sign for Jesus was taught by putting index finger from one palm to the 
other. 
Lesson 6 Concept: God wants us to show Him special love on Sunday. 
The writer used the format of the published lesson but with group 
one had the opportunity to take the children to church and show them up 
close which things are used at God's party, which is called "Mass". They 
also made booklets to show and emphasize the importance of each object used 
at Mass (both groups did this). Pictures from other religion series were 
used as reinforcers~ and the booklet idea was well accepted with the child 
in group two as he could point out different things that Father used at 
Mass. With each group the writer tried to emphasize the speCial ness of 
this time at Mass and how we should act in Church. This proved to be a 
good opportunity to review sitting, kneeling, genuflecting, folding hands, 
and going to Communion. 
Lesson 7 Concept: God wants us to do what we are told by those who take 
care of us. 
Up to this point in the lessons the verbal part was mostly done by 
the writer. It seemed that after the story of Jesus and the Holy Family, 
how He did what they asked Him to do, the statements kept coming from the 
children: Mrs. Nelson wants me to pick up the dirty clothes -- Miss Barb 
doesn't want me to kick the wall --Miss Chris tells me to do my sinks 
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well --my job is to feed the cows (all in sign language). After this from 
each child, the writer tried to capitalize on the comments by saying the 
following: 11 If I love all these people, I do what I am told, because this 
is what God wants me to. 11 More drill would be done on having to learn to 
do something because I want to. 
Lesson 8 Concept: God wants us to be kind to everyone. 
With this lesson the writer tried to emphasize what is being kind 
and what the word means (helping, smiling, sharing, etc.} and then with 
group one instances were given about school and departments and from that 
the comments that came the most from the children were not to kick and 
push others. With the child in group two more emphasis was placed on be-
havior at home and especially toward his little brother and his sisters. 
All the children understood what it is to be kind and were given examples 
that could be practiced in both situations. 
Lesson 9 Concept: God wants us to take care of our bodies and keep them 
healthy. 
The use of the big figures contained in the Peabody Language Kit 
on Body Parts proved to be very helpful. The importance of our body and 
its specialness was brought out through the use of these figures and the 
children pointing to and describing (as much as possible) what we use them 
for. If I 1 ike something special, I should try and take care of it in lots 
of different ways, especially my body (clothes, food, rest, cleanliness). 
All of us, from our head to our toes, are very precious in God's eyes. This 
lesson was also a good review of body parts and their functions and gave the 
children the opportunity to recall that God is so good for giving us our 
bodies, our whole selves. For this special gift of our bodies we must not 
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forget to say "thank You". Children in group one responded with thank 
You and group two the sign for thank You was used {placing the fingertips 
of dominant hand on lips and then moving the hand toward the person being 
addressed}. 
Lesson 10 Concept: God wants us to ask other people if we may take things 
that are theirs. 
To bring this lesson about, the writer brought a small box of fruit 
loops with group one using the presentation in the lesson. After using the 
presentation, this led to discussion of toys and treats that belonged to 
other people. If we want to use them, we must ask if we can borrow them. 
If I borrow something I have to give it back. The writer feels the child-
ren understood this but the need to hear this over and over again was very 
evident. With group two, in talking to his mother, it seems that this 
child would go to all means when it comes to getting cookies. With this 
in mind, the writer reminded him that if he wanted a cookie he should give 
his mother the sign for cookie and if she thought he should have one, he 
would get it. If not, he had to wait. 
Lesson 11 Concept: God wants us to tell the truth. 
The use of the hand puppet i.n the motivation period proved very good 
especially with one child who prior to this would not express anything. The 
writer said, "Holly has blue slacks on," and right there with head down she 
• replied to the puppet, "No! I have red slacks on. You can't see." The use 
of visual aids is most helpful in all lessons with the child who is nonverbal 
or low in verbal ability. It is an effective way of keeping him/her in 
touch with the lesson. The use of the flashlight was very good and all the 
children could relate the experience of the girl dropping it to something that 
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might have happened to them (bringing out who was telling the truth and 
who was not). The writer feels the use of picture story of truth and not 
truth really brought the idea out to the children in both groups. Role-
playing and pantomime were also used and proved very helpful. 
Lesson 12 Concept: Sometimes we choose to do what God doesn't want us to 
do. We call this sin. 
In presenting this lesson, the previous lessons were reviewed on 
doing what Father God wants us to do. For group one the words 11yes 11 and 
11 n0 11 were printed on cards. The writer presented sin in the 1 ight of when 
we do something that hurts God, our family, our friends, we have said 11 n0 11 
to Father God. When I do all that God wants, I am saying 11yes 11 to Father 
God. Examples were given for both words and the children would point to 
which they thought was the right one. With the child in group two the 
same stories were reviewed and then the child was shown the signs for 11yes 11 
and 11 no 11 in signed language. 
Lesson 13 Concept: We sin when we know God doesn't like us to do some-
thing, but we do it anyway. 
With the use of big pictures, the writer used the story in the 
presentation and then asked the children if so-and-so-said 11yes 11 or 11 n0 11 
to Father God. Each child seemed to place himself or some family member 
when relating to the story. From this they decided if they really love 
Father God, they want to do what He wants--all of it. 
Lesson 14 Concept: Sometimes we think about a sin, but choose not to do 
it; sometimes we do things we don't mean to. 
The writer used the readiness and motivation parts of this lesson, 
but found the presentation part difficult for the children to comprehend. 
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The writer used a lighted candle and did the three areas: accident, tempta-
tion, and on purpose. With the children actually being there and really 
seeing the candle, the writer feels the three concepts came across a little 
better. It seemed to be better understood by group two than group one. 
Possibly the concepts of temptation and the distinction between sin and 
temptation are too subtle to be mastered by children of this functional 
level. 
Lesson 15 Concept: God is happy to have us say 11 I'm sorry 11 • ·We celebrate 
His forgiveness in Penance. 
The beginning of this lesson was spent reviewing the ways we show 
we love God with all our hearts (praying, being kind to others, obeying 
our parents and group parents, telling the truth). The writer then pre-
sented the story of the lady who was bad. From the story the following 
things were brought up: being sorry, forgiven, want to do better, God is 
happy to forgive us. With both groups the main element was that if we do 
something bad like the lady, we have to say, 11 I'm sorry", and try to be 
better next time. All practiced saying, "I'm sorry", and with the child 
in group two the sign for sorry was given (bowing head low or clenched fist 
over the heart and moving it in circular movement). 
Lesson 16 Concept: We think about how we have said "no" to what God wants. 
The readiness part of the lesson seems to the writer as the bulk of 
the entire lesson. The children in both groups related well to the circle 
of friends ideas (especially with their names on each of the figures) and 
this concept seemed to really show that we are all friends of one another 
and of God and if something bad happens it would hurt our friendship with 
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Father God. The children were shown ways of how we say we are sorry and 
that we'll promise not to do that again. 
Lesson 17 Concept: We tell God we are sorry and ask Him to forgive us. 
In reviewing the ways we could hurt people by things we say or do, 
the writer attempted to help the children come to better understand and 
use the words, 11 I'm sorry 11 • This was done by using instances around the 
home, school, and departments. A review of the words and signs for "yes•• 
and "no 11 were necessary, followed by the introduction of the prayer to show 
Father God that we are sorry and will really try hard always to say 11yes" 
from now on. Also brought out in this lesson is the friendship with Father 
God and how He will forgive us many times. Fahter will show us this for-
giveness (reconciliation) by a handshake or both hands extended on our 
heads as he blesses us. 
lesson 18 Concept: We want to change, to say "yes" to God from now on. 
The main point and brought so very well by the puppet_ and the words 
of the motivation and presentation of this lesson is, "I can tell God and 
someone I'm sorry but I really have to show them by trying not to do it 
again .. (for example, not coming when called, running away from the depart-
ment, pushing someone down, taking my little brother's toys}. Again the 
use of the puppet really got the conversation going with group one and 
somewhat with group two (it was hard for him to express himself, but it was 
• very evident that he understood the content). 
lesson 19 Concept: God shows us mercy through Penance. 
In this lesson the use of the story with pictures, or Arch book,5 
, book, helped the children to understand its content. They seemed to 
5Irene Elmer, The Boy Who Ran Away. (St. louis, Missouri: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1964), pp. 23-24. 
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understand the story and enjoyed listening to it. At the end of the story 
the writer used this time to say that they were going to have a chance to 
say they were sorry to Father God and be a part of a big, happy celebra-
tion, called Penance. Father would be there to take the place of Jesus 
and he would show them, just like the man showed his son how happy he was 
when he said he was sorry. Our penance celebration is going to be our 
chance to discover the 11 Hug of Jesus .. which is waiting for us in the Sacra-
ment of Penance. 
Lesson 20 Concept: We celebrate our friendship with God. 
Both groups participated in a communal penance ceremony. Each 
group was prepared beforehand for what they would do as their expression 
of reconciliation. .The forms for the penance eel ebrations are different, 
one used as part of a Sunday liturgy and the other was done very simply 
and privately. (See Appendix A.) 
Observations 
In preparing the children the following were some assumptions that 
proved false. While using the script and lessons from Journey With Jesus 
in areas where the child had to respond, it was found that not all the 
children were nonverbal. In group one the three children were low in 
verbal ability and because of this and not expressing themselves were at 
times seen as nonverbal. This small group situation was helpful for each 
one and they in turn reinforced each other. The individual attention, the 
time for each to express what he/she wanted to, proved to be a very positive 
point of the study. Children can learn, children can speak if given the 
opportunity to do so. 
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All the children in group one expressed themselves freely and when 
difficulty in expressing was present, they helped and complemented each 
other. In group two there was only one child and therefore lessons were 
done on a one-to-one basis. As far as the responding to questions, etc., 
this \-Jas difficult because ·Of the child being nonverbal. It \-Jas very evi-
dent that areas of comprehension \<Jere there but it was difficult for the 
child to give the understanding back. As a way to help bring about some 
communication and understanding, other than nodding the head yes/no, the 
writer used a variety of visual aids (pictures, puppets, etc.) and also 
used some Indian Sign Language, as this was the method the child was ac-
quainted with. The writer does feel that sign language must be well under-
stood by both the teacher and the child, or it could prove frustrating for 
both parties. 
Because of the time element the writer was not at all times able to 
keep up or become acquainted with all the signs the child knew. ln this 
t•espect, the writer chose to use only the signs that would be pertaining 
to the lessons in the penance cycle (Jesus, I'm sorry, forgive, yes, no, 
love, friend, thank you, etc.). The writer feels that the use of sign 
language plays a very important and effective role in working with the non-
verbal child/adult. As with all things, reviewing signs frequently will 
certainly bring about a better understanding, communication and relation-
ship between teacher/child and God. 
~!hen looking at the one-to-one versus group situations, the writer 
feels it more profitable to be with, experience, share, and listen to each 
other in a group. This at times would have helped the child in group two, 
as it was very evident that he enjoyed and loved being with people and in 
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his own way would have brought much to the others. When working with the 
mentally retarded and especially those who are low in verbal ability, it 
is important not to lose sight of the need for repetition. If taking the 
lessons once a day or once a week isn't enough, more time should be given 
for reinforcement of the concepts being presented. The writer feels this 
would have been better if more time for reinforcing lessons was alloted. 
In observing how much each child received by participation in the 
penance celebration and the contact they experienced with the priest, this 
gave new light and some insights to the writer of the important role the 
priest plays in the new Sacrament of Reconciliation. The priest in the 
sacrament of forgiveness should be a father, a source of life and strength, 
a source of correction but also support, someone who loves his child and 
wants to see him grow. 6 
The priest should be sensitive to the feelings of all children/ 
adults but most especially to the needs of the mentally retarded and how 
important it is for them to live out their friendship with God. A very 
young child (young in mental age) cannot profit from much verbally given 
advice. He tends to forget it. But he can benefit from the reassurance that 
he is good and that God loves him, forgives him, and sends him off to do 
better. Each time a child comes to the Sacrament of Reconciliation it should 
be a joyous experience. Forgiven sinners left Jesus full of joy, so will 
children leave the reconciliation room if they have met there the God of 
Love. 
6Francis J. Buckley, I Confess. (Notre Dame, Indiana: Ave Maria 
Press, 1972), p. 29. 
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The warmth, mercy, and gentleness of the priest/healer is more 
paramount than ever today. The mentally retarded have a great gift of 
perception and usually will act in accordance with it. When the mentally 
retarded person comes to the Sacrament of Reconciliation the feeling that 
the priest conveys should be one of acceptance. friendship, and forgive-
ness. The writer feels that the New Rite of Reconciliation has many good 
things to offer the retarded child/adult. More in-service training could 
be given to the priests in helping them see the important role they play 
in this sacrament. 
The priest is able to express forgiveness to the mentally retarded 
in actions more than words. The extending of the hands over the penitent 
or on the head of the penitent, or the simple shaking of hands, as he pro-
nounces the words of absolution--this can be a wonderful contact empha-
sizing the warmth and humanness of the sacramental sign. The nonverbal 
child and the child who is low in verbal ability will have ways of ex-
pressing his sorrow and forgiveness by actions also (bowing the head as 
being sorry, shaking the priest's hand, acknowledging sin by nodding 
yes/no, and by participating in the blessing of father by making the Sign 
of the Cross and saying 11 amen 11 ). For the nonverbal child the mentioned 
signs pertaining to penance could be used, acquainting the priest before-
hand what each one-means. 
It is important to recognize in the gesture or sign that forgive-
ness, healing, and reconciliation are shown by both the child/adult and 
the priest. They both take part in the celebration of friendship. All of 
these gestures and signs mean that Jesus has heard "I'm sorry", accepts, 
and forgives. The writer feels the mentally retarded and those especially 
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who are nonverbal and low in verbal ability will be able to be an active 
participant in the sacrament of reconciliation, and hopefully through this 
participation will help and bring them to the discovery of the 11 Hug of 
Jesus" that is waiting for them through sacramental forgiveness. 
Summary 
The writer sees the importance of preparing the child of low verbal 
ability for the sacrament and for their active participation in its Church. 
The following statement by Kinsella sums up much of what has been shared in 
this chapter: 
The mentally retarded child, like any child, ought to be afforded the 
opportunity to have their capacities, limited as they may be, developed 
to the fullest potential, for indeed, such fulfillment is the right of 
any human being. Spiritually, then, the mentally retarded ought to 
have the right to a true and Christian education, for we must remember 
that spirituality and spiritually the retarded child like all, is cap-
able of having his innocence strengthened with sacramental graces, es-
pecially in the sacraments.? 
The mentally retarded child/adult has much to bring and to give to 
the Church through his simplicity and total being. All of us belong to the 
family of God and are entitled to take and share in the gifts of His sacra-
ments. 
7Kinsella, op. cit.,. pp. 49-50. 
CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 
Problem 
The purpose of this study was to explore effective means of pre-
paring children with low verbal ability for the sacrament of penance. It 
was hypothesized that because of limited expressive language, different 
ways and means must be utilized to help bring about some communication. 
The method for evaluating the lessons was one which is used by many 
teachers. observation. The writer kept records of discussions, verbal 
and nonverbal cues, insights, gestures that seemed to indicate deepening, 
or lack, of understanding the concepts being taught. The results would 
be analyzed relative to the lesson. 
·Population 
The study consisted of children in two situations. One group were 
three children who were resident students of St. Coletta School, Jefferson, 
Wisconsin. The other situation was a child who attended public school, 
lived at home and attended weekly special religious education classes held 
at -Immaculate Heart of Mary School in Madison, Wisconsin. 
The children ranged in chronological age from 10-10 to 13-10, with 
mental ages between 3-4 and 5-9, I .Q. ranging from 36 to 51. Information 
was not available on the I.Q. of the child in group two, but he is enrolled 
in a public school special education class for trainable level students. 
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Therefore, the assumption is made that he functions at the moderately 
retarded level. The study consisted of three children in group one (St. 
Coletta's) and one child in group two (Madison). 
The study consisted of 20 sessions per group; group one were 
scheduled each school day over a period of five weeks, and group two was 
scheduled as two lessons once a week, over a period of 10 weeks of in-
struction. Group one was taught as a small group, whereas lessons pre-
sented to group two were conducted on a one-to-one basis. Wherever pos-
sible an evaluation was made by verbal response, or the child pointing to 
pictures, or using sign language or gestures to check the child's under-
standing of the concept. 
Implications 
This study was undertaken to examine whether or not the child/adult 
who is low in verbal ability could be prepared for the Sacrament of Penance. 
Many of the recommendations cited in the previous chapters pointed out in a 
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definite way the need of providing methods and techniques that would help 
the nonverbal child and child with low verbal ability to actively partici-
pate in the preparation for Penance.· 
The results of this study indicated the following: 
1. The writer found that three children who were seen as nonverbal 
really had verbal ability though at a very low level, and lacked 
expressive language. It was noted that when put in a small 
group situation, they did participate as much as they could and 
did it freely. In working with the child who was nonverbal, 
simple, concrete signs relating to the sacrament must be es-
tablished and used frequently to better communicate the meaning 
of the sacrament and give the child the opportunity to which he 
is entitled. In the writer's opinion this proved to be a worth-
while experience for these children as it provided them with 
that extra attention and stimulation they needed to be able to 
express themselves as themselves. 
2. Expression from the mentally retarded is different from the 
nnormal child 11 , slower, more limited, and sometimes reduced to 
a "phrase-word••, but nonetheless full of meaning and rich in 
real value. 
3. When looking at the one-to-one versus the small group situation, 
the writer sees the importance and finds it more profitable for 
the child to be with, experience, listen, and share with a small 
group. Given this participation in small group, the individuality 
of each person becomes more evident through what they are trying 
to communicate. 
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4. Education of mentally retarded children has stressed so often 
the necessity of repetition, communication, and integration 
in lessons. If taking the lesson once a day or once a week 
isn't enough, more time should be given for reinforcement of the 
· concepts being presented. Because of the short attention span 
of the retarded child, many avenues should be used to reinforce 
these concepts. In providing these avenues they must always be 
adapted to the capacity and development of the child. 
5. The New Rite of Reconciliation has many good things to offer 
the mentally retarded. One of the important figures and roles 
in this new rite will be performed by the priest. Each time a 
child comes to the Sacrament of Reconciliation it should be a 
joyous experience. The warmth, gentleness, and mercy of the 
priest is more important than ever today. The writer suggests 
that the priest become familiar with the preparation of mentally 
retarded persons for the sacrament, but most especially with 
the child of low verbal ability. This familiarization will be 
helpful at the time when the child is to receive the sacrament 
because he will understand all that the child is bringing to the 
sacrament. During this preparation period there should be 
periodic meetings with the teacher, parents, and priest. At these 
meetings all should discuss just where the child is and how he 
relates to what he has done. At the end of the preparation it 
might be good for the parents to be there at the time of recon-
ciliation and join in. This would help the child realize better 
that God is forgiving him as well as the whole family God. Doing 
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this would provide a real communal aspect to the sacrament. 
With the child who is nonverbal, the priest should acquaint 
himself with the way or ways the child would express his sor-
row. In the New Rite of Reconciliation much lends to actions, 
and the placing of the hands on the·head of the child/adult is 
a wonderful contact emphasizing the warmth and humanness of the 
sacramental sign. 
Suggestions for Further Study 
The findings of the present study have indicated that the child who 
is low in verbal ability can be prepared for the Sacrament of Penance by 
using effective and various means. 
Suggestions for further research include: 
1. Studies similar to the present one only over a longer period of 
time to determine·its effectiveness. 
2. A study of the same kind used with a group of nonverbal children 
to investigate the possible ways of preparing them for the 
sacrament through the use of sign language. 
3. A study of how one_would teach the beginning concepts of God to 
the nonverbal child. 
4. Further studies on other sacrament preparation for children with 
low verbal ability. 
Conclusion 
Pope Paul VI once stated: "Every person, no matter how handicapped, 
has been called by Christ to share in the same divine life. 11 Each mentally 
retarded person has been called and loved into life. If the mentally retarded 
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are to share fully and enjoy the gifts of life, namely the sacraments, 
special religious educators must find the appropriate methods and materials 
that will make this possible. The challenge is to help the mentally re-
tarded know more about the life of Christ in them and help them express 
their love and gratitude for the gift of life shown through }-tis sacraments. 
APPENDIX 
Penance Celebrations 
FIRST PENANCE CELEBRATION 
OPENING 
SONG: "Peace Time" 
CELEBRANT: The Lord be with you. 
ALL: And with you, too. 
CELEBRANT: Let us pray: God, our Father, we come together today to cele-
brate our friendship with You. Sometimes we have not been Your 
friends, showed our love. For these times ·we have done some-· 
thing wrong, we say, "I'm sorry", as many times that we say 
GOSPEL 
READING: 
HOMILY: 
11 l'm sorry11 we know You say back, "I forgive you". We want to 
be Your friends. Please help us to grow more in Your love and 
friendship. Amen. 
Now we are going to listen to a story that Jesus told about 
being sorry and being friends again. This story comes from 
the Gospel of St. Luke. 
Once there was a man \'Jho had two sons and he loved them both 
very much. One of the sons was very happy living at home with 
his family, but the other son was very unhappy. One day, the 
boy said to his dad: "I'm tired of being good and working 
around here on the farm. I want to go away from here and have 
some fun ... He asked his dad for some money, and off he went. 
This made his dad feel very sad, because he was afraid the boy 
would get in some trouble. The boy spent the money really 
quickly and one day he looked in his pockets, and found that 
he had no money 1 eft. He was so unhappy and found all that he 
was really doing wasn't fun at all. He was hungry, he had no 
place to stay and nobody cared about him at all. 
One day he thOU9ht to him$elf;. 11 1 wishl were home with my dad.'' 
He decided to go back home and tell his dad, 11 l 1m sorry that I 
went away from home and made you sad by the things I did. 11 So 
the boy started for home. When his dad saw him coming down the 
. road near the farm, he ran out to meet him. When the boy saw his 
dad he said, "I'm sorry." His father put his arms around the boy 
and hugged him. The father said to the boy, "I forgive you." 
That night the whole family had a party because they were so 
happy that the boy had come home. 
This is the Gospel of the Lord. 
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FIRST PENANCE CELEBRATION--Continued 
CELEBRANT: let us now tell God, our Father, we are sorry for the times we 
didn•t act as His friends and loving children. We can listen 
and think about the ways we have said "no" to Father God. 
For-the times we didn•t do what our parents, teachers, and those 
in our departments asked us to do 
For the times we didn•t share our toys and treats 
For the times we•ve been mean and unkind to our friends 
For the times we did not tell the truth 
For the times we took things that did not belong to us 
For the times we didn•t pray and ask for Your help 
For the times we have not forgiven others 
God, our Father, is always ready to forgive us. Let us now 
tell God that we are sorry for the times we didn•t act as His 
friends by saying these words with me, "Jesus, I am sorry ... 
(Time for individual confession} 
CELEBRANT: To show that we are happy because we know Jesus forgives us and 
we have forgiven each other, let us put on our happy faces and 
give the sign of peace to each other to show we are all friends 
with God, our Father. 
CELEBRANT: Let us pray: God, our Father, thank You for today. Thank You 
for Your friendship and loving us. We love You very much and 
wi 11 try to be better to You and our friends. He 1 p us to say 
"yes .. to Your love and friendship. Father, hear our prayer_to 
You today and to Your Son, Jesus. Jesus, we love You. 
CLOSING 
SONG: 11 Peace Time 11 
44 
ADVENT CELEBRATION OF RECONCILIATION 
OPENING 
SONG: 11 Prepare Ye 11 (from Godspel). Students who will come to Penance 
form·entrance procession carrying hearts (with windows closed). 
ALL: Today we have come together to ask Father God to help us to get 
ready to welcome Jesus into our hearts. We ask Father God to 
forgive us in the Sacrament of Penance for all the times we 
have said 11 n0 11 to Him. 
CELEBRANT: In the weeks before Christmas which we call Advent, we hear 
about how people in God's family prepared for the coming of 
Jesus. They prayed. They did good things for people. They 
told Father God they were sorry for their sins. 
But when Mary and Joseph came looking for a place where Jesus 
could be born, they found many people whose hearts were not 
ready to welcome Jesus. 
We will read this story in the Bible. (Student presents Bible.) 
(Luke 2: 1-7} The governor of the country where Mary and Joseph 
lived ordered everybody to go back to the town where they were 
born. They had to sign a big paper there. So Mary and Joseph 
went to a town called Bethlehem. When they got there, they 
caul dn • t find a place to stay in the motel, so they went out to 
a barn to sleep. While they were there, Jesus was born. 
CELEBRANT: When we say "n011 to what Father God wants, we close our hearts 
to Jesus. We do not welcome Him. We are like the people in 
the story who had no room in their motel for Jesus. 
ALL: We are sorry, Father God, for all the times we said 11 n0 11 to 
You. We want to welcome Jesus in our hearts. 
CELEBRANT: Let's think about the ways that we said 11 n0 11 to Father God. 
(Pause for reflection.) When we were not kind to our parents, 
or houseparents, and would not do what they asked us to, we 
said 11 no" to Father God. 
ALL: We are sorry, Father God, for all the times we said "no" to You. 
We want to welcome Jesus in our hearts. 
• CELEBRANT: When we were angry because of good things that happened to others, 
we said "no 11 to God. · 
ALL: We are sorry, Father God, for all the times we said 11 no'' to You. 
We want to welcome Jesus in our hearts. 
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ADVENT CELEBRATION OF RECONCILIATION--Continued 
CELEBRANT: When we are not careful with the gifts God gave us and to 
other people, we say "no" to God. 
ALL: We are sorry, Father God, for all the times we said 11 no" to 
You. We want to welcome Jesus in our hearts. 
CELEBRANT: When we did not respect our bodies and the bodies of other 
ALL: 
CELEBRANT: 
ALL: 
CELEBRANT: 
CLOSING 
. SONG: 
people, we said 11 no" to God. · · 
We are sorry, Father God, for all the times we said 11no" to 
You. We want to welcome Jesus in our hearts. 
- - .. - . . 
Let us take a minute to think of the times we said ·"no" to 
God and the ways we are going to change and say "yes" from . 
now on. (Pause) Let us tell Father God that we are sorry 
for our sins. 
Father God, we are sorry for the times we closed our hearts to 
You by saying "no 11 to what You wants us to do. We ask You now 
to forgive us. We want to open our hearts to welcome Jesus. 
We want to say "yes" to You from now on. 
Those who wish to tell God what they did and that they are 
sorry may now tell the priest. (As each individual confesses, 
Father helps him/her to open his/her paper heart. When all are 
finished, Father invites them to show their hearts to the con-
gregation during the final song.) 
0 Come, All Ye Faithful 
0 come, all ye faithful, 
Joyful and triumphant; 
0 come ye, 0 come ye to Bethlehem; 
Come and behold Him 
Born the King of angels; 
0 come, let us adore Him, 
0 come, let us adore Him, . 
0 come, let us adore Him, 
Christ the Lord . 
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